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A
lthough I have the utmost respect for physicians’
devotion to put patients’ well being above their
own, sometimes they’re selfless to a fault. A few
months ago, after we published an article entitled
“Bringing in the Bucks with Botox,” I received a

letter from an irate reader who felt it inappropriate to encour-
age neurologists to add clinical procedures for the purpose of
benefiting their bottom lines. He especially took umbrage at the headline. 

I was blindsided by the reaction. Is there something inherently wrong in the
notion of profit? Is it antithetical to medical practice? Nothing in the article
encouraged neurologists to foist unnecessary procedures on their patients; we
simply offered strategies for handling the billing and coding tasks to the maxi-
mum benefit of the practice. Although some may grouse about it, profitable pro-
cedures such as Botox injections and EMGs are in effect subsidizing general neu-
rology care. Adding more clinical procedures is clearly one of the precious few
ways that neurologists can continue to provide high-quality E/M service amid a
health care system that is increasingly indifferent to them. 

Adam Smith, the godfather of free market economics, wrote in The Wealth
of Nations,  “The natural effort of every individual to better his own condition
is so powerful that it is not only capable of carrying on the society to wealth and
prosperity but of surmounting a hundred impertinent obstructions with which
the folly of human laws too often encumbers its operations.” That was 1776.
Today, Smith would be as dismayed by the inequities in health care reimburse-
ment schedules as most physicians are today. “Medicine has had wage and price
controls for years which will cause decreased quality and quantity of services,”
said a neurologist from South Carolina who participated in our fourth annual
income survey, part of this month’s special issue on business topics. Smith’s
famous “invisible hand of the market” is nowhere to be found in today’s health
care system, at least not where physician compensation is concerned.  

In fact, the only hand that controls physicians’ incomes is the slap in the face
they’re about to get from Uncle Sam. With Medicare reimbursement rates
scheduled to drop roughly five percent per year for the next seven years, esti-
mates suggest that physicians will be subjected to a 31 percent cut in gross rev-
enues between 2006 and 2013. Given that private insurers peg their own reim-
bursement rates to Medicare’s, expect the cuts to occur across the board rather
than just among Medicare patients. The lack of any federal effort to enact mean-
ingful tort reform in hopes of bringing down medical malpractice premiums,
coupled with the egregious Medicare cuts due to hit in seven months, makes for
an especially nasty one-two punch from Uncle Sam.

Unless Congress intervenes, and quickly, a health care system that is already
scaring off new recruits and driving established practitioners into early retire-
ment will unravel even more. Not much seems to be happening, however, on
Capitol Hill. In The Wealth of Nations, Smith also said,  “No benevolent man
ever lost altogether the fruits of his benevolence.” Until now.  PN

Since When is “Profit”
a Four-Letter Word?
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